Liturgy:

Reading : Isa. 55, 1 – 11
Text       : CoD II, 5 – 7 

Ps.    62 : 1,3

Ps.  119 : 22

Hy    45 : 1,3 (after baptism) 

Ps.    62 : 4

Ps.    72 :  1,7,10 (collection song)

Hy    61 : 1,5,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

When looking at content of the articles of the CoD, we will be dealing with this morning – Ch. II, 5 – 7  – at first sight they simply seem to repeat some matters, which were discussed also when we dealt with Ch. I. I think of Ch. II, 5, where the preaching of the gospel is spoken about. Ch. I, 3 dealt with the same matter. Next, also Ch. 1 pointed to the twofold outcome of the preaching of the gospel, Art. 4.  Stating also – Art. 6 of Ch. I – that faith is not man’s own doing, but a gift which God in time confers on some and not on others, nevertheless – Art. 5 of Ch. 1 – the cause of unbelief is by no means in God, but rather in man.  
At first sight, it indeed seems – when reading the articles we will focus on this morning – that they are basically saying the same thing.  However, beloved, it should be noted that the context in which Ch. II speaks about these matters differs. Therefore, even though at first sight it may seem to be mere repetition, it’s not! In Ch. I, the focus was on God’s sovereign pleasure, by which He sends out the heralds of the gospel to whom He will and when He wills. It’s in the context of God’s sovereign pleasure that Art. 1 also speaks about a twofold response to the preaching of the gospel.

Yet Ch. II no longer focuses on God’s sovereign election from eternity, but the attention has shifted to the matter of Limited Atonement, which teaches Christ did not die for everyone, but for the elect only. However, if indeed atonement is not meant for all, the question can be put – and that’s the matter Ch. II is dealing with – how sincere is the promise proclaimed in the preaching of the gospel? How can the gospel be preached universally and without discrimination to all peoples and all men, if beforehand already we know that the truth of the promise which is proclaimed in the gospel is not for all people and all men, but only for those whom God has elected?
It is these questions, which the Arminians had put to the Synod of Dort in light of what the Contra-Remonstrants taught about God sovereign election, to which articles on which we will focus this morning give answer, saying – and this brings me to the theme for this morning’s sermon: 
THOUGH NOT BEING IMPUTED TO EVERYONE
CHRIST’S ATONEMENT FOR SIN

MUST STILL BE PROCLAIMED TO EVERYONE

It must be proclaimed

1. Universally and without discrimination to all people and all men

2. With the command to repent and to believe
I
Even though we are dealing with the Canons of Dort, this morning I would like to start with making a reference to the series of sermons on the ABC of faith. In this series thus far to each letter of the alphabet has been allocated an active verb, apart from the first sermon in this series. This was done on purpose, since at the start of this series first we wanted to focus on God’s promises, which are at the heart of all gospel preaching. It is these promises in which our faith is firmly anchored, since all God’s promises are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’ in Jesus Christ. The A of Amen! It’s because of this amen that we have never to doubt what God says to us. It is always reliable, trustworthy, sincerely meant.

I had to think of this, especially in view of the teachings of the Arminians, who charged our fathers at the Synod of Dort with the following accusation, if Christ did not die for all people, but only for the elect, the preaching of gospel lacks sincerity, since on the one hand you proclaim “This is for you”, whilst on the other hand the riches which you proclaim might not be for everyone.
Think of John 3, 16 – a text, which summarizes the truth of the entire gospel in a very compact but clear way – “God so loved the world – note ‘the world’! – “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” There is no mention in this text at all about election or reprobation. It simply states salvation is for everyone who believes in Christ. And indeed it is! That’s what our fathers upheld and maintained, even though the Armenians accused them saying this offer of salvation lacks sincerity, if at the same time you teach that salvation is only for the elect. How can a preacher ever say, “Believe in Christ and you will be saved,” whilst at the same time it is not sure at all that each want who is listening will indeed be saved. Of course the point is one has to believe. But then the Arminians would go back to God’s decree of election and still claim such preaching is not upfront with people, since what with one hand you give it to all, whilst with the other hand you are drawing away from some. 

Looking at Scripture as whole, it can be clear, Br.  & Sr., that this accusation does not really hold water so to speak. It was simply used by the Arminians to make a caricature of the truth of Scripture and this because they did not want to give up that man had a free will and therefore man is not completely dead in sin. The biblical concept of being totally lost in sin and therefore being completely depended on Christ – they did not want to accept. That’s why they made a caricature of the genuine preaching of the gospel.
Let us for a moment go back to John 3, 16 and look at the context in which the Lord Jesus spoke these words. In His discourse with Nicodemus the Lord Jesus says, “Unless one is born again he cannot enter the kingdom of God,” John 3, 3. Nicodemus, even though he was a teacher in Israel, did not understand this. This causes the Lord Jesus to speak about Himself and about faith in Him. Speaking about faith as a necessary component, the Lord Jesus makes reference to something that happened in the time of the OT during Israel’s journey through wilderness. God’s people were on their way to the Promised Land, yet repeatedly Satan tried to thwart God’s plan. Oftentimes He did so by stirring the Israelites up to rebellion. At a certain moment when this had happened again, as punishment the LORD sent fiery serpents killing many of the people, till Moses is commanded to make a bronze replica of these serpents and to put on a pole, whereby Moses had to say, he who looks at this replica shall live. Doing so required a lot of faith. After all, one would rather look away than seeing another snake, be it just a replica. One really had to believe that what Moses said – and of course he said this on behalf of the LORD – one really had to believe the truth of it, before being able to look on high to that bronze replica. 
Well says Christ, John 3, 14 + 15, “…” Looking at Christ and Him crucified also requires a lot of faith. It goes against the wisdom of man that a King who died still obtained the victory. Yet that’s exactly God’s way of working says Paul in1 Cor. 1, making foolish the wisdom of the world. Though foolish from a human point of view, it remains true, John 3, 16 that in this way God grants salvation to everyone who embraces this gospel in true faith. Hence this gospel has to be proclaimed to each and every one freely, as the prophet Isaiah already spoke about in Ch. 55 of his prophecies, vss.  1 – 3, “…” The Arminians would claim a proclamation like this lacks sincerity, since ultimately it was not for everyone. 

This brings us to the most important question of this morning, namely how can we indeed proclaim the gospel in sincerity and truth. In answering this question, first of all I like to note the following. John 3, 16 does not say in a very general way – like so many evangelical gospel messages today – Christ died also for you. After all, I can’t say this. Christ died only for the elect, that’s for those whom the Father had given Him. As the good shepherd He laid down his life for the sheep of the flock. Yet the point is we don’t know who belong to the elect. Hence the gospel is preached indiscriminately saying Christ died for sinners. Whoever as a sinner in faith renders his life to Him will be saved. Therefore, come to the waters, the living water for the thirsty soul! Come, repent and believe!
That’s how the gospel goes out around the globe also today to a world lost in sin. Yet many don’t want to listen to it, “Not for me!” Also the Arminians could not deny this twofold outcome. Yet –and this bring us back to the articles of the Canons of Dort we are dealing with this morning – Art. 6, the fact that so many do not believe but perish in unbelief is not because of any defect or insufficiency in the sacrifice of Christ offered on the cross, but the reason lies with man himself. Christ made this already clear to the Jews in His day, when at the eve of His suffering on the cross moved with pity looking down at the city of Jerusalem, He spoke these words, Mat. 23, 37, “…” 
Indeed, it’s man’s own fault, in Ch. I this was emphasized in view of God’s sovereign decree of election. In Ch. II, the emphasis is on the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice. That many are not saved is not because Christ’s sacrifice was not sufficient. The riches of God’s grace are inexhaustible. Even if all people would drink from the well of living water supplied by Christ, it still would never run dry. That’s how the gospel can indeed be preached to each and every one in sincerity. It’s a glorious gospel and yet so many turn their back on this gospel, “Not for me!” Note, said our fathers at the synod of Dort, if that is your answer, in the end you only have to blame yourself, when salvation is not given to you.
Even the Armenians would agree with this. They too believed it’s man’s own fault when he is not saved. Yet they considered this decision as man making use of his free will to choose between good and wrong. This teaching, however, denies the truth that the gospel goes out to people dead in sin, who can only be made alive by the powerful work of the life-giving Spirit. This also means those who in truth accept the message of the gospel owe this to God’s grace alone. He was the one who worked this in them, Art. 7. It’s not because they are wiser than those who in foolishness turn their back on the gospel. It’s grace alone, as the apostle Paul clearly states in in Eph. 2, 8 + 9, “…” Faith is a gift and yet it does not undo man’s own responsibility, as Paul makes it clear in the next verse of this same chapter, vs. 10, “…”  
In Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort this matter will be dealt with in more detail. I now think of Ch. III/IV. Art. 16, where it reads that God’s grace is not worked in man as if they were block and stones that is completely passive, instead God works this grace in us by making our will alive.  Since, we will come back to this, I leave it for now. 

The point this morning is that we have to be careful in how we phrase matters, when proclaiming the gospel. So easily we too can be taken it by the way the evangelical movement proclaims the gospel, saying Jesus loves you. It itself this is true. John 3, 16 also says, God so loves the world! Yet upfront we also have to say that this love will only become effective in true saving love by turning to Christ as a lost sinner.  Lost, that is from myself I am totally unable to make any commitment. To be saved, I’m completely depended on Christ and His saving grace.
That’s what the Arminians denied. They said Christ’s atonement is universal. Christ died for all men, acquiring salvation for everyone. Yet it’s now up to the individual man with his free will whether or not to apply to himself the benefit of this salvation. According to the Armenians faith is not a gift, but an act of man, who despite the fall into sin still has retained some capability to make such a decision on his own accord. Thus they denied the extent of the fall into sin when man lost this ability altogether. Again this is a point worked out in more detail in the beginning articles of Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort. The Arminians believed that after the fall into sin man still had some capability to come to a free decision whether or not to believe and repent and so to personally apply the salvation Christ acquired. Yet Scripture teaches differently, clearly stating that we are dead in sin. Therefore it is impossible for man to apply to himself what Christ has acquired. Art. 7 says, “This benefit comes only through God’s grace, given to those who believe from eternity in Christ.”
“Only through God’s grace!” It should be noted that also the Arminian taught that we need God’s grace. Yet by speaking about God’s grace they meant something different. They taught the grace man receives is only needed to get man focussed in making the right decision. By way of example, if you want a baby start crawling, just put something in front of him, then in the end he will start crawling on his own. Well, that’s how according to the Arminians God’s grace helps man. God’s grace and man’s free will work together. However this is totally different to the way Scripture speaks about grace. According to Scripture we are 100% dependent on God’s grace, which according to Art. 7 to those who truly believe is given to them from eternity in Christ.

Using the words ‘from eternity’ Ch. II, Art 7 makes a link with what was confessed in Ch. 1, 7, i.e. the article that defines election quoting Eph. 1,4, saying that already before the foundation of the world, i.e. from eternity, God chose us in Christ to be His. From eternity when the Triune God took counsel together concerning the plan of redemption, whereby God the Father wanted to show mercy to fallen man, yet not at the expense of His justice. Hence the Son declared Himself willing to bring the sacrifice that was needed to satisfy God’s justice. He declared Himself willing to become one of us by taking on the form of a servant, to be able to render the obedience God required of us and also to pay the ultimate price for our disobedience, by dying on the cross and in so doing suffering the anguish and torment of hell; all this for us an in our place. Finally the Holy Spirit was willing to plant in the heart of those for whom Christ had shed his blood, i.e. the elect – the Holy Spirit declared Himself willing to plant in the heart of these elect the faith that was needed to embrace Christ as Saviour. See there how our entire salvation is firmly rooted in the eternal counsel of the Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, whereby the anchor lies in the sacrifice which Christ made on the cross. That’s why Paul can write in 2 Cor. 1, 20, in Christ all God’s promises are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’, that is trustworthy and reliable, we never have to doubt them.
Well, Art. 5 now say this gospel has to be proclaimed universally and indiscriminately; the gospel that whoever believes in Christ crucified shall not perish but have eternal life. Whoever believes in Christ – hence wherever this gospel goes out into the world, it is proclaimed with the command to repent and believe. Yes, “Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you who have no money (lost in sin, unable to save yourself) – you who have no money, come buy and eat. Yes, come, buy wine and milk without money and without price…Incline your ear and come to Me. Hear and your soul shall live.” Beloved, what a glorious gospel this is!

Glorious indeed, but what if you don’t belong, is then the promise offered in this gospel still a sincere promise. That’s was the question of the Arminians, rather the accusation they made. Yet they overlooked God’s sovereignty, who through the worldwide preaching of the gospel works out His sovereign pleasure. God says to us go out and let the message be heard, for it is in this way that My counsel will be fulfilled. Everyone has to hear it and in doing so God will bring the final harvest home. We may sow, God will harvest. The gospel goes out with the command to repent and to believe. Where it goes out, God will definitely bring to repentance those whom from eternity He has chosen in Christ. We may leave that to God.
Beloved that’s also gives rest. We cannot give people faith, only God can. Yet God says to us pass on the message. Beloved let us continue to do faithfully. Never write people off. I think of those two sisters and one brother, about whom we had to declare with sadness this morning that they live in sin and haven’t shown evidence of repentance. The announcement made this morning was not made to mark them, but to keep reaching out to them in love, to them and others, even to those who already have broken with the church. Beloved, never shun them but keep reaching out to them. We do it to others, who have never heard about God, why then no longer to them who were once with us. Should we not do so even more to them, since the sign and seal of their baptism is still written on their forehead. No one can ever wash that sign away; that sign as these three little ones received it this morning. These parents vowed to raise their children in the fear of God’s Name. That’s a vow that goes with us as parents as long as we live. True when children grow older they start carrying also their own responsibility, especially after they have made profession of faith. Yet as parents even then, we should continue walking next to them in the faith we share. In cases, where we no longer share this faith with our children because they turned their back upon the LORD, even then, we still should use every opportunity to show them the riches of the gospel, not always by preaching, but by a living example of the love of Christ, love for sinners and therefore also for them. If we do so, we may leave the outcome to God. Beloved, only then we will find true peace, despite the hurt there is every day again.
See there how the gospel continues to go out also today to each and every one with the command to repent and believe. That’s how the gospel is proclaimed also to you and me this morning. We all must repent  and break with sin each day again, fleeing to Christ, believing that only in Him there is complete forgiveness of all our sins. That makes one humble. LORD, I too can but live by grace only. LORD, each day anew I marvel at the greatness of Thy mercies, the greatness of Thy mercy; in the first place, to me a sinner.

It’s this attitude that will also cause us to reach out to others, wayward members, people we work with or whoever may cross our path, but also as church reaching out in the community, next also via mission, be it overseas or by way of an Outreach Church Plant. All this is part of that command that the gospel has to go out universally and indiscriminately to each and every one. People have to hear it, whoever believes in Christ crucified shall not perish but have everlasting life. It has to be proclaimed to each and every one: there is a way out of the brokenness of this world, the brokenness of life. There is healing, true healing in and through Christ. Therefore come to that fountain of living water and you will never thirst, since God’s grace never runs dry but is sufficient always to sustain us in coping with life, whatever the circumstances are. What a great gospel this is beloved!
Let us go back to Canons of Dort. Then we too have to admit that we cannot fully comprehend that on the one hand only God can work faith and yet each person is held accountable for what he does in accepting or in not accepting the gospel. People are kept accountable for rejection. The Canons say it’s their own fault, yet at the same time those who do believe can but glory in grace only, since it is God who draws us near to Him. From ourselves we cannot make any move in the right direction. As I said, with our human mind we cannot bring these two aspects completely in line with each other. Yet this is not necessary either. Instead the more we start marvelling at the greatness of God grace, the more this difficulty falls away

What I mean is this the more we are overwhelmed by the grace shown to us, less difficult it becomes to admit how guilty we are. Yes, then we stand in awe of God’s grace, like that tax collector, who knew the greatness of his guilt, and therefore he did not dare to look on high and pray as many a Jew did in those day. Instead, feeling totally unworthy, he prayed, “LORD, be merciful to me a sinner.” The parable says he went home justified, in contrast to the Pharisee, who at bottom had never understood what the word grace really meant.
Beloved, it is when we start reasoning, like the Arminians did, that marvelling at God’s grace becomes more difficult. Sometimes, I’m afraid that we speak about grace, but deep down we have not really understood what grace is really all about. Grace brings us at the heart of the gospel, where all reasoning stops, and a child only marvels, like it reads in Psalm 131. Let me just quote the rhymed version of this psalm, as you find it your BoP, Ps. 131 : 1 + 2, “…”  I also think of Ps. 72 : 7, again the rhymed version, “…” This verse mentions the helpless and the poor, i.e. those who know, “LORD I need Thee, 100%. I seek my strength in Thee alone.”  That’s living by grace alone, “LORD, I lay it all in Thy hands!” Then all questions might not be solved. Yet in childlike faith I shun great matters and I flee from things to marvellous for me and put my heart at rest in the greatness of God, who for Christ’s sake cares for me as a Father.

Next, overwhelmed by the greatness of all this, I will speak about it also with others, saying to them with the words of Ps. 62 : 4, again the rhymed version,
“O people, trust this God of grace,

Pour out your heart before His face

And hope at all times for His favour.”

“Come buy and eat… Incline you ear… Hear, and you soul shall live,” Believe the promise that whoever believes in Christ crucified shall not perish but have eternal life. “Why do you spend money for what is not bread and your wages for what does not satisfy?” Come to Christ, who gave His life for sinners. Repent and believe! Beloved, may the truth of this gospel be heard around the globe also today and may many indeed incline their ear and hear us included!
Amen.
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